Assuming All That Is Asian: Becoming a Truly Local Church in Dialogue by Mendoza, Ruben C.
ABSTRACT
69
Assuming all that is asian:
becoming a truly local 
church in dialogue*
Ruben C. Mendoza
 Ruben C. Mendoza attempts to show how the theological 
principle of the incarnation lies at the heart of and informs 
the FABC’s vision of the local Church. It is expressed in the 
FABC’s theological methodology, the triple-dialogue approach 
to mission, mission of service, and emphasis on the building 
up of local Churches. For the FABC, the Church of Asia, in 
becoming truly local, is called to assume all that is truly Asian.
*Originally published in East Asian Pastoral Review 50, no. 1 (2013): 5–26.
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Introduction
 Since its inception in 1970, the Federation of Asian Bishops’ 
Conferences (FABC) has had a significant impact on the life and mission of 
the Church of Asia.1 It has been and continues to be instrumental in fostering a 
sense of solidarity among the Asian local Churches, both on the episcopal and 
grassroots levels. It has also provided the impetus and venue for the develop-
ment of theological reflections that are responsive to the pastoral concerns of 
these churches in particular and of the bigger Asian societies in general. One 
such reflection is the FABC’s effort to understand what it means to be Church 
in Asia and to articulate a vision of the Church that has an “Asian face.”2 It is 
because of this that an FABC consultant observes, “Without any doubt, many 
creative FABC ecclesiological insights center on the meaning, theology, and 
lived experience of local Church.”3
 As the FABC discerns what “new evangelization”4 means in Asia, it 
will be apropos to consider what informs the Asian bishops’ understanding of 
1. For an introduction to the FABC, one may consult the following: Felix Wilfred and Jonathan 
 Tan, “Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences,” New Catholic Encyclopedia, 2nd ed.; Felix 
 Wilfred, “What the Spirit Says to the Churches (Rev 2:7). A Vademecum on the Pastoral and 
 Theological Orientations of the Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences,” Vidyajyoti 62 
 (1998): 124–33; Edmund Chia, “Thirty Years of FABC: History, Foundation, Context and 
 Theology,” FABC Papers 106 (2003): 1–56, http://www.fabc.org/ fabc%20papers/fabc
 _paper_106.pdf (accessed October 9, 2012). One may also consult the FABC website: www
 .fabc.org. The documents of the FABC are found in: Catalino Arévalo and Gaudencio 
 Rosales, eds., For All the Peoples in Asia: Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences, 
 Documents from 1970–1991, vol. 1 (Quezon City: Claretian Publications, 1992);   
 Franz-Josef Eilers S.V.D., ed., For All the Peoples in Asia: Federation of Asian Bishops’  
 Conferences, Documents from 1991-1996, vol. 2 (Quezon City: Claretian Publications, 
 1997); Franz-Josef Eilers, S.V.D., ed., For All the Peoples in Asia: Federation of Asian 
 Bishops’ Conferences, Documents from 1997–2001, vol. 3 (Quezon City: Claretian 
 Publications, 2002); and Franz-Josef Eilers S.V.D., ed., For All the Peoples in Asia: 
 Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences, Documents from 2002–2006, vol. 4 (Quezon 
 City: Claretian Publications, 2007). Henceforth, these documents will be referred to as FAPA 
 I, FAPA II, FAPA III, and FAPA IV, respectively.
2. See Thomas C. Fox, Pentecost in Asia: A New Way of Being Church (Quezon City: Claretian 
 Publications, 2002).
3. James H. Kroeger, Becoming Local Church. Historical, Theological and Missiological Essays 
 (Quezon City: Claretian Publications, 2003), 31. In chapter 2 of this book, Kroeger presents 
 a basic overview of the different FABC statements on the local Church.
4. Raymond Ambroise, “FABC Turns 40,” http://www.fabc.org/10th%20plenary%20assembly
 /Documents/10th%20PA%20Press%20Release%201.pdf (accessed October 9, 2012). It is 
 important to remember that the term “new evangelization” refers to the Vatican’s initiative to 
 invigorate the churches in Europe which are in crisis and which appear to be living in a 
 post-Christian context. It is foreseeable that when the FABC meets for its 10th plenary 
 assembly in November 2012, the term will be understood in a way that is relevant to the 
 Asian context. However, I wonder whether it will be more truly contextual if the FABC does 
 not merely discuss the concerns of Rome but takes up the concerns and issues that Asians 
 experience and recognize as their own.
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what it means to be a “renewed Church in Asia” that is engaged in a “mission 
of love and service.”5 In this paper, I will show how the theological principle of 
the incarnation lies at the heart of and informs the FABC’s vision of the local 
Church. It seems to me that the centrality of this principle is expressed in four 
ways: (i) the FABC’s theological methodology; (ii) the FABC’s triple-dialogue 
approach to mission; (iii) the FABC’s mission of service; and (iv) the FABC’s 
emphasis on the building up of local Churches. After discussing the impor-
tance of the incarnation in the FABC’s understanding of the Church’s life and 
mission, I will expound on each of these points.
The Incarnation as the Principle of the Church’s 
Life and Mission
 The FABC refers to the economy of the incarnation as “the law of the 
Church’s life and mission.”6 While the FABC employs a theology from below 
approach to pastoral and theological issues,7 the theological underpinning for 
such an approach is from above, the doctrine of the incarnation. Just as Jesus 
assumed human reality, the Church is likewise called to assume the realities 
of the life it finds itself in and conform itself to Jesus. As the FABC Office for 
Evangelization explains:
The Son of God became man in Jesus in a particular time of history. . . . 
Jesus was a Jew, deeply inserted in the culture of his people. The revelation he 
conveyed of the mystery of God as well as the way in which he accomplished 
his messianic mission are steeped in the religious tradition of Israel, even 
while they fulfill it in an unforeseen manner. The mystery of the incarnation 
and the paschal mystery are at once the foundation and the model for the 
deep insertion of local Churches in the surrounding cultures, in all aspects of 
their life, celebration, witness and mission.8 
5. See Seventh FABC Plenary Assembly (FABC VII) in FAPA III, 1–16.
6 See Second FABC Plenary Assembly (FABC II), 30, in FAPA I, 34–35.
7. As the FABC Theological Advisory Commission (presently known as the Office of  
 Theological Concerns [OTC]) states, “theology has to start from below, from the underside 
 of history, from the perspective of those who struggle for life, love, justice, and freedom. The 
 life-long experiences of living the Christian faith by the various churches in their Asian con
 text are the starting points. Theologizing thus becomes more than faith seeking  
 understanding but faith fostering life and love, justice and freedom” (Theological Advisory 
 Commission, Being Church in Asia, 49, in FAPA II, 226).
8. FABC Office for Evangelization, Church Issues in Asia in the Context of Evangelization, 
 Dialogue and Proclamation, 35, in FAPA II, 201. For O’Collins, “What will unfold in the 
 life and death of Jesus reveals the radicality of the divine love embodied in the incarnation; 
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To become a Church, then, there is a need for the Christian community to
. . . share in whatever truly belongs to that people: its meanings and its values, 
its aspirations, its thoughts and its language, its songs and its artistry. Even its 
frailties and failures it assumes, so that they may be healed. For so did God’s 
Son assume the totality of our fallen human condition (save only for sin) so 
that He might make it truly His own, and redeem it in His paschal mystery.9
 The Asian Colloquium on Ministries in the Church (ACMC) under-
stands the Asian Churches’ mission also in the light of the same founda-
tion: “Her mission is bound by the same law of incarnation as is implied in 
the mystery of Christ Himself, which she signifies. Universal in intent, the 
Church’s mission needs to be actualized by becoming incarnate in particular 
human situations.”10 Moreover, for the FABC, not only has the mission of 
the Asian Churches an incarnational dimension, it too has a pneumatological 
dimension:
[The Spirit of the Lord] calls them [the Churches] to become, each in its own 
context, the embodiment of His own self-emptying and self-giving, that from 
death new life may arise. The Spirit urges them to renew their self-under-
standing and to project a new image, to read the signs of the times as signs 
addressed to them by the Lord Himself, to be discerned through the Spirit as 
signs of His own active presence in the world and understood as part of His 
saving design, operative even today in our midst.11
 the cross to come gives meaning and purpose to the birth of Christ.” Gerald O’Collins, “The 
 Incarnation: Critical Issues,” in The Incarnation: An Interdisciplinary Symposium on the 
 Incarnation of the Son of God, edited by Stephen T. Davis, Daniel Kendall S.J., and Gerald 
 O’Collins S.J. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), 19.
9. First FABC Plenary Assembly (FABC I), 12, in FAPA I, 14. For a reflection on what it means 
 to be human in the contextual realities of Asia, see Vimal Tirimanna, “On Being Human in 
 the Changing Realities of Asia,” FABC Papers 133 (2011): 1–64, http://www.fabc.org
 /fabc%20papers/FABC%20Paper%20133.pdf (accessed October 8, 2012).
10. Asian Colloquium on Ministries in the Church, 24, in FAPA I, 72.
11. Ibid., 21, in FAPA I, 71, emphasis mine. It is arguable that the active presence of the Holy 
 Spirit in and beyond the Churches is the other theological foundation of the FABC’s  
 ecclesiology and missiology. The economy of the Spirit, while related to and inseparable from 
 the economy of the Son, is equally important in the Church’s self-realization. However, the 
 pneumatological dimension of the FABC’s reflections deserves a separate and fuller treatment 
 and goes beyond what is intended in this presentation. On the role of the Spirit in the 
 Church for the FABC, see Laurence Abraham Kadaliyil, “Toward a Relational Spirit  
 Ecclesiology in Asia: A Study of the Documents of the Federation of Asian Bishops’  
 Conferences,” Th.D. Diss. (Berkeley, CA: Graduate Theological Union, 2006) and Davis 
 Varayilan, “Pilgrim Church and the Holy Spirit: A Comparative Study of the  
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 It is clear from these quoted texts that the incarnation grounds the 
FABC’s understanding of the Church in its own concrete context and is the 
very model of how the Church is to live its life and perform its mission. The 
FABC’s understanding of the incarnation presupposes the orthodox interpre-
tation of it, but its concern is neither the ontological nor psychological issues 
about this doctrine. Rather, as will be seen below, it is concerned with its reve-
latory and redemptive impact for the Church and the world.12 For the FABC, 
there is no question that God continues to ennoble, redeem, save, and recreate 
the whole of creation. Gerald O’Collins’s reflection on this theme appears to 
inform the FABC’s orientation:
The incarnation personally reveals the astonishing concern and merciful love 
of God towards all men and women. It also illuminates the human condi-
tion: not only our sinfulness but also the meaning and purpose of our life. By 
assuming a particular, and in many ways a very ordinary, human existence, 
the Eternal Word sheds light on the significance and lasting importance of 
the particular and often unspectacular lives we all live. We receive our eternal 
salvation not by escaping from the specifics of our embodied and everyday 
existence but by working through them.13
 The Word which became human continues to be the Word that calls 
on the Church of Asia to assume all that is in the world so that the Church may 
become the very means of its transformation according to God’s desire to save 
all. In the succeeding sections, I will discuss how this grounding is explicated 
in the FABC’s pastoral-theological reflections.
FABC’s Methodology: Reading the Signs of the Times 
and Using the Pastoral Cycle
 For the FABC, an important implication of the incarnation is to take 
seriously the context in which the Asian Churches find themselves. This is 
why two salient features of the FABC’s methodology are the signs of the times 
 Pneumatological Ecclesiology of Cardinal Yves Congar and the FABC Documents (1970–
 2005),” S.T.D. Diss. (Quezon City: Loyola School of Theology, 2006).
12. For an informative and critical overview of the issues with regard to the incarnation, see 
 O’Collins, “The Incarnation,” 1–27.
13. Ibid., 26.
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approach to theology and its use of the pastoral cycle.14 It is noteworthy that the 
FABC begins its documents with a consideration of the realities of Asia or what 
it calls the signs of the times.15 It takes the life realities of its peoples as the start-
ing-point of its pastoral-theological reflections since it considers these concrete 
realities as the “the context of God’s creative, incarnational and redemptive 
action, the theatre in which the drama of God’s salvation is enacted”16 and 
where local churches realize their lives and destinies.17 The FABC is convinced 
that if these churches are to be of genuine service to their peoples, it is impera-
tive that they take a look at and grapple with, what the Asian Bishops’ Meeting 
(ABM) refers to as, the “many faces of Asia”18 and respond to what the context 
requires. The First FABC Plenary Assembly (FABC I) explicitly states this 
necessity:
14. For Jonathan Tan, the FABC follows a five-fold theological methodology: (i) commitment 
 and service to life; (ii) dialectical social analysis; (iii) critical introspective contemplation; 
 (iv) triple dialogue with Asian cultures, religion, and the poor; and (v) quest for harmony 
 in the task of theologizing in the Asian milieu. See J. Y. Tan, “Theologizing at the Service of 
 Life: The Contextual Theological Methodology of the Federation of Asian Bishops’  
 Conferences,” Gregorianum 83 (2000): 541–75; the same article is published as FABC 
 Papers 108 (2003), 1–34, http://www.fabc.org/fabc%20papers/ fabc_paper_108.pdf 
 (accessed October 9, 2012). The first, second, and third features of the FABC’s methodology 
 which Tan notes are already presumed and are part of the pastoral cycle.
15. For examples, see Asian Bishops’ Meeting (ABM), 4–12; FABC I, 4–5; FABC II, 7–11; 
 FABC III, 2–8; FABC IV, 3; FABC V, 2, FABC VI, 6–11; FABC VII in FAPA III, 6–8; 
 FABC VIII, 6–48, in FAPA IV, 3–18; and FABC IX, 3, http://www.fabc.org
 /plenary%20assembly/FABC%20IX%20PA%20Final%20Document.pdf (accessed October 
 8, 2012). As Kroeger rightly notes, “FABC pastoral-theological reflection is decidedly 
 inductive—emerging from life’s concrete realities . . . . As the community of Jesus’ disciples 
 in Asia, the Church consistently links her identity with Asia’s peoples and their life 
 situations.” Kroeger, Becoming Local Church, 32. For the OTC, “The cultures of peoples, 
 the history of their struggles, their religions, their religious scriptures, oral traditions, popular 
 religiosity, economic and political realities and world events, historical personages, stories of 
 oppressed people crying for justice, freedom, dignity, life and solidarity become resources of 
 theology and assume methodological importance in our context. The totality of life is the raw 
 material for theology; God is redemptively present in the totality of human life” (Office of 
 Theological Concerns, “Methodology: Asian Christian Theology,” in FAPA III, 355–56). As 
 Felix Wilfred stresses, contextual theology breaks the framework in which the questions come 
 from the context and the answers come from the Christian tradition. Rather, “the context 
 contains elements for answers, which are to be discerned in the process of dialogue.” Felix 
 Wilfred, Margins: Site of Asian Theologies (Delhi: ISPCK, 2008), 11.
16. FABC V, 1.5, in FAPA I, 275, emphasis mine. In order to illustrate this point, it will be 
 instructive to read what the most recent of the FABC plenary assemblies, FABC VIII, ob
 served. FABC VIII was held last August 2004 and it focused on the theme, “The Asian  
 Family: Towards a Culture of Integral Life.” It begins with a description of the pastoral 
 challenges which families in Asia experience. Among these are: poverty and economic 
 globalization, landlessness and loss of ancestral domain, cultural globalization, child labor, 
 ecological concerns, HIV/AIDS, and bio-genetic threats to life (see FABC VIII in FAPA IV, 
 1–61).
17. See FABC III, 8.1, in FAPA I, 56–57.
18. See ABM in FAPA I, 3–7.
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We who make up the Church in Asia today are inextricably part of this new 
world, since we are bound to our peoples by a common history and a common 
destiny. With the light with which God’s Spirit and His Word provide us, we 
seek to read the signs of the times, and to discern with our peoples what, in 
their present situation, they must accept and foster, what they must reject 
and refuse.19
 In the words of the Fourth FABC Plenary Assembly (FABC IV): 
“Discipleship in Asia is rooted in the realities of Asia. Christian spirituality 
must be incarnated. It grows and matures in the midst of continuous tensions 
and struggles with the destructive power of sin and its consequence, of conflict 
and injustice.”20
 Consistent and complementary with the signs of the times approach 
is the other important feature of the FABC’s methodology, the pastoral cycle. 
The pastoral cycle first became explicitly articulated in the Seventh Bishops’ 
Institute for Social Action (BISA VII) in 1986, although it was already implicit 
in its previous documents and was already practiced by the FABC.
 There are four stages in the pastoral cycle.21 The first stage is the immer-
sion-exposure stage. As the name implies, the Church is to immerse itself in 
and expose itself to the realities of its people. By doing so, the Church will be 
brought closer to the realities of the times and experience those realities from 
the perspective of the people themselves. This stage enables the Church to be in 
touch with the lives of its members and of society. It ensures that the Church 
has both of its feet on the ground in order for it to understand and appreciate 
the concrete situations it finds itself in, to know where people are, particularly 
the poor, and to respond effectively to their aspirations, hopes, and problems. 
As FABC IV states, “Discipleship . . . is not at all a withdrawal from the world, 
but an immersion into the wellspring of Asian reality so that it might have 
life.”22 For FABC V, it is “dialoguing with the realities of Asia from within.”23 
19. FABC I, 5, in FAPA I, 13, emphasis mine; see also FABC IV, 4.0.1, in FAPA I, 191.
20. FABC IV, 4.8.3, in FAPA I, 195, emphasis mine.
21. BISA VII, 8–13, in FAPA I, 231–32. Cf. First Asian Institute for Social Action (AISA I), 
 “Becoming the Church of the Poor with Industrial Workers,” FABC Papers 52 (1989): 1–58, 
 http://www.fabc.org/fabc%20papers/fabc_paper_52.pdf (accessed October 9, 2012). For 
 contemporary reflections on the pastoral cycle, cf. Frans Wijsen, Peter Henriot, and Rodrigo 
 Mejía, eds., The Pastoral Circle Revisited: A Critical Quest for Truth and Transformation 
 (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2005).
22. FABC IV, 4.8.7, in FAPA I, 196.
23. FABC V, 7.1, in FAPA I, 284.
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FABC VI sees this stage in terms of the Church’s option for the poor: “We need 
to immerse ourselves in Asia’s cultures of poverty and deprivation, from whose 
depths and aspirations for love and life are most poignant and compelling.”24 
In other words, it is to be in genuine solidarity with the poor.25
 The second stage involves social analysis in which the Church uses the 
tools of the social sciences to evaluate the social, economic, political, cultural, 
and religious systems of society.26 The aim here is to develop an in-depth and 
comprehensive understanding of the different dimensions of life so that the 
Church, immersed in these realities, may better fulfil its mission of proclaiming 
the gospel. As the Second Bishops’ Institute for Social Action (BISA II) states, 
“The need has been felt to analyze critically and technically the problems we 
are faced with. We cannot jump from our faith experience to the concrete deci-
sions of social action without due technical investigations and due account of 
the ideologies under whose influence we are living.”27
 The third stage is the contemplative dimension. “Contemplation is 
the heightened awareness that makes us discover God’s presence and activity 
within society.”28 It is not enough that the Church immerses itself in reality and 
analyzes what it finds in society but it needs to discern in prayer what faith-re-
sponse is demanded of it by God. Here the spiritual dimension of reality is 
brought to the fore. The FABC believes that in these realities, the signs of the 
times, the Lord of history is present and active and is calling people to respond 
in love and service.29
24. FABC VI, 14.2, in FAPA II, 8.
25. For instance, in preparation for the Fourth Bishops’ Institute for Social Action (BISA IV), 
 the bishop-participants spent six days meeting workers, slum-dwellers, farmers, minority 
 groups, political prisoners, and representatives of other religions and the government. The 
 bishops felt “that contact with the problems and hopes of these people, who are typical of 
 the overwhelming majority of Asians, would bring a greater sense of immediacy and 
 direction into our discussions” (BISA IV, 2, in FAPA I, 211).
26. For FABC V, social analysis must be integrated with cultural analysis (see FABC V, 7.3.2.1, 
 in FAPA I, 285).
27. BISA II, 9, in FAPA I, 204.
28. Seventh Bishops’ Institute for Social Action (BISA VII), 11, in FAPA I, 231.
29. BISA VII appears to distinguish this stage from prayer itself. It sees prayer as pervading all 
 the stages and as being at the heart of every stage. “It is only through a deep spirituality 
 grounded in interior prayer that the bishops can experience God in the poor, reflect on 
 that presence in the here and now and seek to bring about what the Lord of history is 
 challenging the Church to do for human beings who are oppressed” (BISA VII, 13, in FAPA 
 I, 232). The work for justice and peace without the prayer dimension falls short of the 
 appropriate Christian response to the situation. If there is no prayer, the work for justice 
 appears as a kind of social work (which nevertheless is important) but is not truly a 
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 The fourth stage is pastoral planning “which seeks to translate the 
previous three stages into actual, realizable plans.”30 After getting in touch with 
reality, analyzing it, and discerning on it, the Church now comes up with effec-
tive measures which will best respond to God’s call according to the signs of the 
times.
 The pastoral cycle is an ongoing process. By means of it, the Church in 
Asia seeks to grow in its faithfulness to the gospel as it responds concretely to 
what it perceives as God’s will as manifested in history. “This is a cycle which 
continually repeats itself and which results in a theology different from that of 
former times, a living theology which constantly strives to discern the working 
of the Spirit in a rapidly changing world.”31 In both the signs of the times 
approach and the pastoral cycle, history, with all its ambiguities and tensions, 
is taken seriously and serves as the context of the encounter between human 
beings and the divine, between the Church and the God who challenges it to 
be the sacrament of salvation for all. As Bevans rightfully points out,
A truly Asian church and Christian expression is one that grapples with, 
reflects on, critically embraces and perhaps even takes prophetic stances 
against the modernizing and globalizing trends that are having such a strong 
impact on Asia, and in which Asia is involved in the whole complex global 
economy. This reflection is not exclusively Asian, of course, but it is a reflec-
tion that needs to take place within the Asian context. It is a genuine and 
urgent way that Gospel and Asian realities intersect, and a way that both 
expands the understanding of the Gospel and sheds Christian light on global 
movements that have rooted themselves in Asia.32
 faith-response to the situation and to the people, particularly to the poor. “Far from 
 alienating us from sharing in man’s responsibility for the world and for the establishment of 
 just and loving relationships among men and groups in society, prayer commits us to the 
 true liberation of persons. It binds us to solidarity with the poor and powerless, the  
 marginalized and oppressed in our societies. It is prayer which brings us to the understanding 
 of how injustice is rooted in the selfishness and sinfulness of men’s hearts. It is prayer which 
 helps us discern the tasks and deeds which can call on the Spirit to create within us both the 
 courage and the love to bring about conversion in men’s hearts and the renewal of societal 
 structures” (FABC II, 12, in FAPA I, 31).
30. BISA VII, 12, in FAPA I, 232.
31. OTC, “Methodology,” in FAPA III, 331.
32. Stephen Bevans, “Twenty-Five Years of Inculturation in Asia: The Federation of Asian 
 Bishops’ Conferences, 1970–1995,” FABC Papers 78 (1997): 20–36,
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The Triple-Dialogue Approach to Mission
 Among the signs of the times in Asia, the FABC has consistently high-
lighted three of them: (i) the diversity of Asian cultures; (ii) the plurality of 
Asian religions; and (iii) the poverty of a vast number of Asians. In a context 
characterized by these realities, the FABC regards the mission of the Church 
in Asia as sharing its faith in Jesus principally through dialogue: dialogue with 
Asian cultures, dialogue with the great religious traditions of Asia, and dialogue 
with the poor of Asia.33
The foundation for such a commitment to dialogue is not merely anthropo-
logical but primarily theological. In Christ God has entered into dialogue 
with human beings, offering them salvation. It is in faithfulness to the divine 
initiative that the Church should be committed to a dialogue of salvation 
with all women and men. Moreover, this dialogue is founded on the fact that 
Christ, the new Adam, is at work through his Spirit in all human persons to 
bring about a new humanity.34
 Thus, it is a participation in the dialogical life and mission of the 
Trinity. For the FABC, it is through this triple-dialogue that the Christian faith 
can truly take root in Asian soil.
 Firstly, to be in dialogue with culture means that the Church must 
exercise a profound understanding, sensitivity, and appreciation of the culture 
where it evangelizes, for
God speaks to people through their cultures and sows the “seeds of His Word” 
in every human culture, because God wants all people to be saved. For this 
reason, Christians should be in dialogue with their own cultures in order 
to discover the seeds of the Divine Message planted there which take root, 
33. See FABC I, 9–28, in FAPA I, 14–16. For Bevans, these dialogues constitute the entire  
 inculturation process (see Bevans, “Twenty-Five Years of Inculturation”). Cf. James H. 
 Kroeger, “Inculturation in Asia: Directions, Initiatives, and Options,” FABC Papers 115 
 (2005), http://www.ucanews.com/html/fabc-papers/fabc-115.htm (accessed October 9, 
 2012).
34. Office of Evangelization, “Church Issues in Asia in the Context of Evangelization, Dialogue 
 and Proclamation: Conclusions of the Theological Consultation,” 40, in FAPA II, 202. One 
 could readily discern in this quotation the influence of Pontifical Council for Interreligious 
 Dialogue and Congregation for Evangelization’s Dialogue and Proclamation. Cf. William R. 
 Burrows, ed. Redemption and Dialogue: Reading Redemptoris Missio and Dialogue and  
 Proclamation (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1993); also First Bishops’ Institute for  
 Missionary Apostolate (BIMA I), 9, in FAPA I, 94.
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grow and bear fruit. By coming into dialogue with the cultures of others, 
Christians are challenged to expand their horizon, re-examine prejudices and 
preconceptions, and learn to respect others and ways of living different from 
their own. In this cultural dialogue, they will often find themselves chal-
lenged by the perceptions, commitment, and lived values of their neighbors 
of other faiths.35
 This demands that the Church be truly immersed and rooted in all 
the life-realities of the peoples in which it finds itself. Since the preaching of 
Christianity is always expressed in a particular cultural form (hence, limited and 
contextual), dialogue with culture entails that the Christian faith be embodied, 
expressed, and celebrated in the culture to which it is proclaimed.36 Just as the 
gospel critically challenges one’s culture, it also affirms the positive elements 
and values that are found in it. As the International Congress on Mission 
(ICM) states, “In each local church each people’s history, each people’s culture, 
meanings and values, each people’s traditions are taken up, not diminished nor 
destroyed, but celebrated and renewed, purified if need be, and fulfilled (as the 
Second Vatican Council teaches) in the life of the Spirit.”37 It is hoped that by 
engaging in dialogue with one’s culture, the local church may truly be incar-
nated and indigenous.38
 Secondly, the FABC stresses the importance of interreligious dialogue.39 
The FABC accepts other religions as “significant and positive elements in the 
35. Office for Education and Student Chaplaincy, “Dialogue between Faith and Cultures in Asia: 
 Towards Integral Human and Social Development,” 3, in FAPA II, 22.
36. On the importance of culture in the task of theologizing and evangelizing, see Jose de Mesa, 
 “Contextual Theological Reflection on Justice,” Philippiniana Sacra 43 (2008): 5–9.
37. ICM, 15, in FAPA I, 130.
38. See FABC I, 12, in FAPA I, 14.
39. For an overview of the FABC’s understanding of interreligious dialogue, see Sebastian 
 Painadath, “Theological Perspectives of FABC on Interreligious Dialogue,” Jeevadhara 27 
 (1997): 272–88; Albert Poulet-Mathis, “Ecumenical and Interreligious Dialogue in Asia: 
 Consensus and Initiatives of the Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences,” in Mission and 
 Dialogue: Theory and Practice, edited by Leonardo Mercado and James Knight (Manila: 
 Divine Word Publications, 1989), 63–93; William LaRousse, Walking Together Seeking Peace: 
 The Local Church of Mindanao-Sulu Journeying with the Muslim Community (1965–2000) 
 (Quezon City: Claretian Publications, 2001), 309–24; Edmund Chia, Dialogue? Resource 
 Manila for Catholics in Asia (Bangkok: FABC-OEIA, 2001); and James H. Kroeger, 
 “Dialogue: Interpretative Key in the Life of the Church in Asia,” FABC Papers 130 (2010): 
 32–53, http://www.fabc.org/fabc%20 papers/FABC%20 paper%20130.pdf (accessed 
 October 6, 2012). For a fuller study of interreligious dialogue for the Asian bishops, see 
 Edmund Chia, “Towards a Theology of Dialogue: Schillebeeckx’s Method as Bridge between 
 Vatican’s Dominus Jesus and Asia’s FABC Theology,” Ph.D. Diss. (Nijmegen, The  
 Netherlands: University of Nijmegen, 2003); and Ruben C. Mendoza, “A Church in  
 Dialogue with Peoples of Other Faiths: A Journey to the Kingdom in the Spirit (The  
 Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences 1970-2007),” Ph.D. Diss. (Leuven: Katholieke 
 Universiteit Leuven, 2009).
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economy of God’s design of salvation”40 and through them, “God has drawn 
peoples to Himself.”41 All the plenary assemblies of the FABC speak of the 
importance of interreligious dialogue.42 The Bishops’ Institutes for Interreligious 
Dialogue (BIRA) and the Formation Institute for Interreligious Affairs (FIRA) 
of the Office for Ecumenical and Interreligious Affairs (OEIA) focus specif-
ically on this theme.43 It is significant that the FABC in the BIRA V series 
included Hindus, Muslims, Buddhists, Taoists, and Confucians in its work-
shops,44 an experience of living with their representatives during the workshops, 
dialoguing with them on the theological level and producing documents that 
were truly interreligious. What Wilfred claims for Asian theology of religion 
is true for the FABC’s theology in particular: “The Asian theology of religion 
. . . is nourished by actual practice of dialogue which makes theology of reli-
gion open-ended, contributory to peace and understanding in society, and as a 
result an important means to shape a rightful public image of Christianity.”45 It 
is an image that is shaped and informed by the Church’s interreligious engage-
ment with other religions.46
 Thirdly, the FABC stresses the importance of dialogue with the poor.47 
The FABC sees the poor as the privileged locus of God’s presence and activity. 
The dialogue with the poor
involves a genuine experience and understanding of this poverty, deprivation 
and oppression of so many of our peoples. It demands working, not for them 
merely (in a paternalistic sense), but with them, to learn from them (for we 
have much to learn from them) their real needs and aspirations as they are 
40. See FABC I, 14, in FAPA I, 14.
41. Ibid., 15, in FAPA I, 14.
42. FABC I, 14–18, in FAPA I, 14–15; FABC II, 34–36, in FAPA I, 35; FABC III, 8.2, 17.4, 
 in FAPA I, 57, 61; FABC IV, 3.1.11, in FAPA I, 181; FABC V, 4.1–4.6, 7.3.2.3, in FAPA I, 
 281–82, 286; FABC VI, 14.2, in FAPA II, 8; and FABC VII in FAPA III, 4, 12; FABC VIII, 
 95–98, in FAPA IV, 36–37.
43. See FABC-OEIA, “A Glimpse at Dialogue in Asia: 30th Anniversary First Bishops’ Institute 
 for Interreligious Affairs (BIRA),” FABC Papers 131 (2010): 1–65, http://www.fabc.org
 /fabc%20papers/FABC%20Paper%20131.pdf (accessed October 6, 2012).
44. BIRA V/1 included Muslim representatives, BIRA V/2 Buddhists, BIRA V/3 Hindus, BIRA 
 V/4 Taoists and Confucians, and BIRA V/5 Muslims, Buddhist, Hindus, Taoists, and 
 Confucians; see FAPA II, 143–71.
45. Wilfred, Margins, 46.
46. See Felix Wilfred, “Becoming Christian Inter-religiously,” in Being Christian, edited by Silvia 
 Scatena, et al., Concilium (London: SCM Press and Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2011),
 59–67.
47. See S. Devaraj, “Dialogue with the Poor in the FABC Documents,” Vidyajyoti Journal of 
 Theological Reflection 71 (2007): 645–62.
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enabled to articulate these, and to strive for their fulfilment, by transforming 
those structures which keep them in that deprivation and powerlessness.48
 Because it perceives God’s call as a call to be with the poor, the FABC 
has resolved to become the Church of the Poor.49 This option to be a Church of 
the Poor demands that the Church in Asia work for the integral human devel-
opment of the poor, fight for their rights and dignity, and liberate them from 
all that oppresses them. For Gustavo Gutierrez, the goal is not for the Church 
to become the voice of the voiceless but “in some way to ensure that those 
without a voice find one” and that they become agents of their own history.50 
The FABC sees itself as being called “to pitch its tent” like Jesus with the poor 
or in other words, to be in genuine solidarity with them.51 For the FABC Office 
of Evangelization, it is the kenosis which is at the heart of becoming the Church 
of the Poor:
The “self-emptying” of the Son of God in Jesus Christ is the decisive theo-
logical reason why the Church must be a poor Church; his identification 
with the figure of the “Servant of God” is the reason why she in turn must 
be a servant. The preferential option for the poor, which the Asian context 
demands from all local churches, is in deep harmony with the nature of the 
Church herself as the sacrament of Jesus Christ, who for us became poor and 
made himself a servant.52
 The Church is called to assume a human face: “a Church that does not 
resist being incarnated in weak humanity; a Church that will not turn away 
48. FABC I, 20, in FAPA I, 15.
49. See ABM, 19, in FAPA I, 5.
50. Gustavo Gutierrez, “The Option for the Poor Arises from Faith in Christ,” Theological Studies 
 70 (2009): 325. For Wilfred, the poor must also be the actors of theology: “Wherever the 
 poor are excluded as subjects of theological reflection, theology becomes poor, sterile and repetitive.” 
 Wilfred, Margins, 15, emphasis in original.
51. FABC VI, 14.2, in FAPA II, 8. The Bishops’ Institutes for Social Action of the Office of  
 Human Development are meant to enable bishop-participants to have a first-hand experience 
 of poverty, to be touched by the spirit through this experience and to renew their efforts in 
 working for justice and peace. Cf. Julio X. Labayen, et al., “The Bishops’ Institutes for Social 
 Action,” FABC Papers 6 [1978]: 1–37, http://www.fabc.org/fabc%20papers/fabc_paper_6
 .pdf (accessed October 9, 2012).
52. Office of Evangelization, “Church Issues in Asia in the Context of Evangelization, Dialogue 
 and Proclamation,” 34, in FAPA II, 201. On the issue of kenotic Christology, see C. Stephen 
 Evans, “The Self-Emptying of Love: Some Thoughts on Kenotic Christology,” in The  
 Incarnation, edited by Davis, Kendall, and O’Collins, 246–72.
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from the crosses of history; a Church that does not hold back in emptying 
itself; a Church that dares to be the Church of the Poor.”53
 This triple-dialogue for the FABC constitutes a single thrust, each of 
which is distinguishable but inseparable from each other if the Churches of 
Asia are to be truly servants of the kingdom.54 To engage in one aspect of the 
dialogue demands an engagement with the other two since Asian society is 
marked by cultural diversity, religious plurality, and abject poverty. The poor 
more often than not are members of another religious tradition in a culture 
which oftentimes consider Christianity as foreign.55 Dialogue entails an atten-
tive listening and creative response to the other. Moreover, the FABC’s triple-di-
alogue is to be understood in the context of the Asian Church’s desire to be truly 
local—faithful to both the gospel and their respective cultures and histories.56 
It is an expression of its undertaking to be truly Asian. As the Seventh FABC 
Plenary Assembly (FABC VII) states: “We are committed to the emergence 
of the Asian-ness of the Church in Asia. This means that the Church has to 
be an embodiment of the Asian vision and values of life, especially interiority, 
harmony, a holistic and inclusive approach to every area of life.”57
A Mission of Service
 For the FABC, not only is the Church called to engage in dialogue but 
it is also called to be of service to its peoples. The FABC discerns and dialogues 
53. Theological Advisory Commission, “Being Church in Asia: Journeying with the Spirit into 
 Fuller Life,” 40–41, in FAPA II, 224.
54. See Peter Phan’s trilogy, in which he devotes a book to each of this theme, Christianity with 
 an Asian Face: Asian American Theology in the Making (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2003), 
 In Our Own Tongues: Perspectives from Asia on Mission and Inculturation (Maryknoll, NY: 
 Orbis Books, 2003), and Being Religious Interreligiously: Asian Perspectives on Interfaith 
 Dialogue (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2004).
55. See Office of Evangelization, “Church Issues in Asia in the Context of Evangelization, 
 Dialogue and Proclamation,” 13, in FAPA II, 195. For Wilfred, one thing that characterizes 
 all the Asian local churches is foreignness. He considers the aloofness of the Church from the 
 mainstream of life and the cultures and histories of the peoples as the reason for this  
 perception. Wilfred, “The Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences,” in FAPA I, xxiv. The 
 same observation is noted by the Fathers of the Synod of Asia in 1998 (see John Paul II, 
 Ecclesia in Asia, 20). It appears that this “foreignness” is partly due to the fact that Christian 
 missionaries during the colonial period regarded the colonial enterprise as the Christian 
 enterprise. See Joerg Rieger, “Theology and Mission between Neocolonialism and 
 Colonialism,” Mission Studies 21 (2004): 201–27.
56. For the FABC’s understanding of this way of being Church, see FABC III which is devoted 
 to this question, in FAPA I, 49–65. See also, FABC V, 6.1–6.6, 8.1–8.1.4, in FAPA I, 
 283–84, 287–88.
57. FABC VII, in FAPA III, 8.
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with the signs of the times in Asia and then asks itself how the Asian Church 
may be of better service to its peoples.58 As FABC V states 
It is as servants of the Lord and of humanity that we Christians share the same 
journey with all the Asian peoples. The Church was not sent to observe but 
to serve—to serve the Asian peoples in their quest for God and for a better 
human life; to serve Asia under the leading of the Spirit of Christ and in the 
manner of Christ himself who did not come to be served but to serve . . . 
and to discern, in dialogue with Asian peoples and Asian realities what deeds 
the Lord wills to be done so that all humankind may be gathered together in 
harmony as a family. As servant of Yahweh and of humanity, the Church will 
seek above all faithfulness to God and to Asian peoples, and will also invite to 
full participation in the Christian community those who are led to it by the 
Spirit of God.59
 For the same assembly, this service is to be done in the spirit of compas-
sion that enables the Church to be in solidarity with the weak and the powerless 
and to denounce instances of injustices and oppression.60 Thus, the Church is 
“a leaven of transformation in this world and serves as a prophetic sign daring to 
point beyond this world to the ineffable Kingdom that is yet fully to come.”61
58. In a position paper for FABC V, Lambino argues that the FABC follows the process of 
 dialogue, discernment, and deeds. See Antonio B. Lambino, “Dialogue, Discernment, Deeds: 
 An Approach to Asian Challenges Today,” FABC Papers 56 (1990): 1–13, http://www.fabc
 .org/fabc%20papers/fabc_paper_56.pdf (accessed October 9, 2012). This position is reflected 
 in FABC V when it states: “Our reflection on the Asian situation in the light of our mission 
 of evangelization has led us to realize the enduring validity of a process of: (a) dialoguing with 
 the realities of Asia from within; (b) discerning the movement of God’s Spirit in Asia; and (c) 
 translating into deeds what the Spirit bids us to accomplish. This process has to be the general 
 approach for our total response as Church in Asia” (FABC V, 7.1, in FAPA I, 284, emphasis 
 in original).
59. FABC V, 6.3, in FAPA I, 283, emphasis in original.
60. Integral human development and social justice are major themes running through many of 
 the FABC statements. For a study of these in the FABC, see Anthony Rogers, “A Church in 
 Universal Harmony and Solidarity through Justice and Peace,” FABC Papers 92l (2000): 
 1–40, http://www.fabc.org/fabc%20papers/fabc_paper_92l.pdf (accessed October 9, 2012); 
 idem, “Integral Human Development and Justice and Peace at the Service of Life in the Con
 text of Asia,” FABC Papers 72m (1995), 1–25, http://www.fabc.org/fabc%20papers/fabc
 _paper_72m.pdf (accessed October 9, 2012); “The Social Doctrine of the Church:  
 Foundation for a New Evangelization in Asia. A Colloquium of the Federation of Asian 
 Bishops’ Conference,” FABC Papers 65 (1992); available on http://www.ucanews.com/html
 /ucan/index. html (accessed on October 25, 2005).
61. FABC V, 8.1.4, in FAPA I, 288, emphasis in original.
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 Service is the theme of two of the eight FABC plenary assemblies: 
FABC VI and FABC VII. FABC VI was held last 1995 and it focused on 
the theme, “Christian Discipleship in Asia Today: Service to Life.” For FABC 
VI, discipleship in the Spirit demands communion with God; a liberating 
and recreating communion with others, particularly with the poor and the 
suffering; dying for the many; living in the Risen One; and walking by the 
Spirit of life. The same assembly enumerated five areas that require pastoral 
focus: the Asian family, women and the girl child, the youth, ecology, and 
the displaced.62 FABC VII was held in January 2000 and its theme was “A 
Renewed Church in Asia: A Mission of Love and Service.”63 This assembly 
acknowledged that the renewal of the Church is both a gift and a task. It is 
the fruit of the mission of the Son and the Spirit. At the same time, renewal 
needs to be incarnated in the Church of Asia. Among the issues that were 
cited by FABC VII were: globalization, fundamentalism, problematic political 
situations, ecological problems, and militarization. Moreover, it identified five 
sectors to which the Asian Church must direct its mission of love and service: 
the youth, women, the family, indigenous peoples, sea-based and land-based 
migrants, and refugees. It also observed that any approach to mission must be 
integrated, that is, inclusive of the whole Asian community and truly partici-
patory. It cannot be stressed enough that
the most effective means of evangelization and service in the name of Christ 
has always been and continues to be the witness of life. . . . Asian people will 
recognize the Gospel that we announce when they see in our life the transpar-
ency of the message of Jesus and the inspiring and healing figure of men and 
women immersed in God.64
 “In fact, it is by responding to and serving the needs of the peoples of 
Asia that the different Christian communities become truly local churches.”65 
This leads to the next section, one that ties up what has been said so far.
62. See FABC VI, 14–15, in FAPA II, 7–12.
63. See FABC VII in FAPA III, 1–16.
64. Ibid. in FAPA III, 12–13.
65. FABC V, 3.3.1, in FAPA I, 281. In Constants in Context, Bevans and Schroeder propose 
 a model of mission which they call prophetic dialogue and which they see as relevant for our 
 present times. The six components of this model are: (i) witness and proclamation; (ii) 
 liturgy, prayer, and contemplation; (iii) commitment to justice, peace, and integrity of 
 creation; (iv) the practice of interreligious dialogue; (v) efforts of inculturation; and (vi) the 
 ministry of reconciliation. See Stephen B. Bevans and Roger P. Schroder, Constants in 
 Context: Theology of Mission for Today (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2004), 348–95. It can 
 be easily argued that these components are the major concerns of the FABC in its under
 standing of mission.
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The Building Up of Local Churches
 What has been said so far regarding the Church as a faith-community 
that discerns the signs of the times, dialogues with Asian realities, and engages 
in a mission of service finds its concrete realization in the local church, and 
are, in themselves, integral elements of this self-same local church, the building 
up of which is at the heart of the Church’s evangelizing mission in Asia. The 
FABC’s programmatic vision in this regard is found in FABC I:
The local church is a church incarnate in a people, a church indigenous and 
inculturated. And this means a church in continuous, humble and loving 
dialogue with the living traditions, the cultures, the religions—in brief with 
all the life-realities of the people in whose midst it has sunk its roots deeply 
and whose history and life it gladly makes its own. It seeks to share in what-
ever truly belongs to that people: its meanings and its values, its aspirations, 
its thoughts and its language, its songs and its artistry. Even its frailties and 
failings it assumes, so that they too may be healed. For so did God’s Son 
assume the totality of our fallen human condition (save only for sin) so that 
He might make it truly His own, and redeem it in His paschal mystery.66
 As Kroeger claims, “the theological thematic of the local church provides 
an appropriate, integrating center for the life of Asia’s faith-communities.”67 
This is a point that is consistently present in all the FABC plenary assemblies.
 The initial insight of FABC I on the local church has been further 
reflected upon in succeeding FABC gatherings and statements. To be a Church 
incarnate would mean becoming communities that are “Asian in their way of 
thinking, praying, living, communicating their Christ-experience to others,”68 
that are fully responsible in actualizing its mission in particular human situa-
tions and whose ministries are relevant to Asian societies.69 A local church is 
responsible not only for its own mission but is also co-responsible for its sister 
churches and is called to share its gifts with others.70 “It is called to give witness 
66. BC I, 12, in FAPA I, 14.
67. Kroeger, Becoming Local Church, 32. In Kroeger’s opinion, the FABC in the TAC’s “Theses 
 on the Local Church: A Theological Reflection in the Asian Context” has come up with the 
 best and most comprehensive reflection on the local church. See Theological Advisory Com
 mission, “Theses on the Local Church,” FABC Papers 60 (1991): 1–59, http://www.fabc.org
 /fabc%20papers/fabc_paper_60.pdf (accessed October 9, 2012).
68. Asian Colloquium on Ministries in the Church (ACMC), 14, in FAPA I, 70.
69. See ibid., 24–26, in FAPA I, 7273.
70. See ICM, 1415, in FAPA I, 130.
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to the meanings and values it professes, incarnating these in the ways of life of 
its own people, expressing them in its presence, dialogue and praxis in all the 
spheres of its activities as Church in history, within its own real world.”71 As 
acting subjects of mission, local churches have the responsibility to “discern 
and work out (in dialogue with each other and with other persons of good will) 
the way the Gospel is best proclaimed, the Church set up, the values of God’s 
Kingdom realized in their own place and time.”72 It is at the level of the local 
church that the “new way of being church”73 is realized—a church that is truly 
a communion of communities, that is genuinely participatory, that witnesses 
to the crucified but Risen One, and that is a leaven of transformation.74 The 
Spirit’s call to the local churches is “a call to renewal, to a renewed mission of 
love and service. It is a call to the local churches to be faithful to Asian cultural, 
spiritual and social values and thus to be truly inculturated local churches.”75 
What the FABC envisions is for the Asian Church to be catholic in the fullest 
sense of the word. As Arévalo explains it, the self-realization of the church
is a consequence of the Incarnation and Paschal Mystery, it is the meaning 
of Pentecost, that (rightly understood) the realization of catholicity is the 
meaning of the Church’s mission . . . Catholicity implies that we all have 
need of one another. That is the ultimate meaning of local church for me. A 
local church is never a means in itself, but in equality and participation every 
local church helps to bring forth the catholic communion as the ultimate aim 
of being church.76
 To this concern for the Church’s catholicity must be added that for 
the FABC, the local church exists as a sign, sacrament, and instrument of the 
kingdom of God. Discipleship as realized in the local church “is living by the 
Spirit of the Risen Lord and by the demands of the Kingdom of Life.”77 As 
FABC IV explains,
71. FABC III, 15, in FAPA III, 60.
72. FABC V, 3.3.1, in FAPA I, 281.
73. See FABC III in FAPA I, 49–61; FABC V, 3.0–8.0, in FAPA I, 279–88.
74. See FABC V, 8.1.1–8.1.4.
75. FABC VII in FAPA III, 2.
76. Catalino Arévalo in Jahrbuch für Kontextuelle Theologien 1995; quoted by Kroeger, Becoming 
 Local Church, 44–45. For Arévalo, “the concrete, operative meaning of inculturation is the 
 process of letting the local Church be the local Church, assuming responsibility, within the 
 koinonia of all the churches in the catholica, to ‘realize itself ’ in its own life and mission.” 
 Kroeger, ibid., 45–46.
77. FABC VI, 14, in FAPA II, 7.
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The memory of Jesus brings the disciple to seek the Reign of God in the 
world, to be poor, to thirst for justice, to trust completely in the Father as little 
children do, for of such is the kingdom of God. Seeking the Kingdom that 
Jesus proclaimed is really to build it in the concrete experiences of the social, 
political, economic, religious and cultural world of Asia. . . . The struggle for 
fullness of life in Asia is a seeking of the kingdom.78
Conclusion
 That God is truly with us and for us is at the heart of the mystery of the 
incarnation. It is a powerful message that can only be made credible and mean-
ingful if the community that is entrusted with this mystery—the Church—
embodies in its very life and mission what the incarnation implies. This is why 
for the FABC, the Church of Asia, in becoming truly local, is called to assume 
all that is truly Asian. It is a faith-community that is challenged to discern the 
demands of mission in the concrete, “the particular and often unspectacular,” 
realities of life; dialogue with its peoples; and be of service to them. In this 
way, the Church may become a genuine sacrament of God’s being with and for 
Asians. Hopefully, the Church of Asia in becoming incarnated will really be 
“for all the peoples of Asia.”
78. FABC IV, 4.8.7, in FAPA I, 196.
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